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Abstract:  
 
Objective: This study tested whether perceived parental approval of high-risk drinking is 
directly linked to alcohol-related outcomes or whether the link between perceived parental 
approval and these outcomes is mediated by perceived friends’ approval of high-risk drinking.  
 
Method: In fall 2009, 1,797 incoming first-year college students (49.7% female) from 142 U.S. 
colleges and universities completed a web-based survey before participating in an online 
substance use prevention program. The analytic sample included only 18- to 20-year-old 
freshmen students who had consumed alcohol in the past year. Students answered questions 
about perceived parental approval and perceived friends’ approval of high-risk drinking. They 
also answered questions about their alcohol use (heavy episodic drinking, risky drinking 
behaviors), use of self-protective strategies (to prevent drinking and driving and to moderate 
alcohol use), and negative alcohol-related consequences (health, academic and work, social 
consequences, and drinking and driving).  
 
Results: Mediation analyses controlling for the clustering of students within schools indicated 
that perceived parental approval was directly associated with more easily observable outcomes 
(e.g., academic- and work-related consequences, drinking and driving). Perceived friends’ 
approval significantly mediated the link between perceived parental approval and outcomes that 
are less easily observed (e.g., alcohol use, health consequences).  
 
Conclusions: During the transition to college, parents may influence students’ behaviors both 
directly (through communication) as well as indirectly (by shaping their values and whom 
students select as friends). Alcohol use prevention programs for students about to start college 
should address both parental and friend influences on alcohol use. (J. Stud. Alcohol Drugs, 77, 
000–000, 2016) 
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Article:  
 
 Compared with their peers, adolescents and college students who perceive greater 
approval of drinking are more likely to drink and experience alcohol-related negative 
consequences (Borsari & Carey, 2001, 2003; Mrug & McCay, 2013; Neighbors et al., 2007; 
Perkins & Wechsler, 1996). Less is known about the relative contributions of perceived approval 
by parents and friends on these alcohol-related outcomes immediately before the transition to 
college. During this transition, a convergence of factors suggests that perceived friends’ 
approval, or peer injunctive norms, may strongly influence students’ behaviors. Across 
adolescence and into college, students spend increasing amounts of time away from their parents 
(Borsari et al., 2007; Brown et al., 1997). Family influences on alcohol use weaken, whereas 
deviant peer influences do not (Van Ryzin et al., 2012). Furthermore, sensitivity to peer culture 
is heightened during this developmental period (Schulenberg & Maggs, 2002). 
 Even so, parents can still influence students’ behavior as they transition into college. 
Perceived parental approval of high-risk drinking predicts students’ alcohol use during the 
summer before college (Wood et al., 2004) and both alcohol use and alcohol-related negative 
consequences during their first year in college (Abar, 2012; Abar & Turrisi, 2008; Neighbors et 
al., 2007, 2008). The processes through which this influence occurs are less clear. Small et al. 
(2011) speculated that parents influence students’ drinking both directly, through 
communication, and indirectly, by shaping students’ values, life goals, and norms. In turn, these 
internalized values, goals, and norms may influence whom students select as friends. Indeed, 
parent–youth relationship quality during early adolescence is linked to deviant peer associations, 
which in turn shape alcohol use during early adulthood (Van Ryzin et al., 2012). Building on the 
need to differentiate direct and indirect parental effects, we conducted a mediational analysis to 
test whether perceived parental approval is directly linked to different alcohol-related outcomes 
(i.e., alcohol use, alcohol-related negative consequences, and selfprotective strategies) or 
whether perceived parental approval is indirectly linked to these outcomes through its association 
with perceived friends’ approval. 
 
Approval norms and alcohol use 
 
 Perceived friends’ approval of high-risk drinking has been linked to alcohol use among 
high school graduates and college students (Kahler et al., 2003; Mrug & McCay, 2013; 
Neighbors et al., 2007, 2008; Wood et al., 2004), but evidence of a link between perceived 
parental approval of highrisk drinking and alcohol use is mixed. Perceived parental approval has 
been linked to alcohol use among high school students (Mrug & McCay, 2013), students 
attending a summer university orientation program (Wood et al., 2004), and first-year college 
students who were heavy drinkers (Neighbors et al., 2007, 2008). By contrast, Abar and Turrisi 
(2008) found that perceived parental approval before matriculation was related to students’ 
alcohol use in their second semester of college but not their first semester. Furthermore, Kuther 
and Higgins-D’Alessandro (2003) found that peer norms, but not parental norms, were linked to 
alcohol use among first year college students, although parental norms did matter for high school 
juniors and college juniors. These results suggest that perceived parental approval may have a 
stronger impact when parents can monitor their adolescents (e.g., when adolescents live at home 
before college). Parental attitudes may also matter less during initial experimentation with 
alcohol but more once drinking habits are established. 
 Of note, these studies differed in several ways. For example, although most studies 
measured parental disapproval, Kuther and Higgins-D’Alessandro (2003) combined descriptive 
norms (i.e., beliefs about how much alcohol others consume) and approval norms into a single 
construct. Thus, it is unclear whether differences in findings across studies reflect different 
populations (pre-college vs. first-year vs. older students; heavy drinkers vs. a general college 
population) or different measures (approval norms vs. a combined norms measure). 
 In the current study, we focused on students immediately before the transition to college. 
Because most students were living at home, we expected that parents’ approval would be related 
to alcohol use; however, because many of these students were experimenting with alcohol use, 
when parental views may matter less, we expected that the link between perceived parental 
approval and alcohol use would be weaker than the link between perceived friends’ approval and 
alcohol use. In addition, we expected that the link between perceived parental approval and 
alcohol use would be fully mediated by perceived friends’ approval. This mediation could occur 
if parental norms and expectations shape whom students select as friends. For example, students 
who believe their parents disapprove of high-risk drinking may select friends who disapprove of 
high-risk drinking, and this disapproval from friends would then influence adolescents’ alcohol 
use. 
 
Approval norms and alcohol-related negative consequences 
 
 Perceptions of both friends’ and parental approval of high-risk drinking have generally 
been linked with college students’ alcohol-related negative consequences (e.g., Larimer et al., 
2004). In one study of 4,000 college students at two campuses, LaBrie et al. (2010) found that 
perceived parental and close friends’ approval norms both independently predicted alcohol 
problems, even after controlling for alcohol use, personal attitudes, and typical student approval 
norms. In another study focusing on heavy drinkers, Neighbors et al. (2007) found that 
perceptions of both parents’ and friends’ approval predicted alcohol problems, although 
perceived friends’ approval was no longer significant after controlling for alcohol use. By 
contrast, a study of students at a summer university orientation program found that although both 
perceptions of parents’ disapproval and perceptions of friends’ attitudes (i.e., social modeling) 
were correlated with alcohol-related negative consequences, parents’ disapproval was not 
significant after controlling for perceived friends’ attitudes (Wood et al., 2004). Instead, other 
parental behaviors, such as monitoring, were linked to alcohol-related negative consequences. 
 Of note, these studies only examined a single, combined measure of alcohol-related 
consequences. The frequencies of experiencing different alcohol-related negative consequences 
are correlated (Benton et al., 2006; Read et al., 2006), but the link between parental norms and 
alcohol-related negative consequences may vary across types of consequences. For example, 
adolescents who believe their parents strongly disapprove of heavy drinking may take steps to 
avoid academic and work-related consequences and to avoid drinking and driving, because these 
consequences may be more easily observed by their parents (e.g., having to tell a parent that they 
were ticketed for driving under the influence of alcohol, got into a traffic crash, or failed a class). 
By contrast, perceived parental approval may matter less for health consequences, such as having 
a hangover or passing out, as these consequences may be more easily hidden from parents. 
 
Approval norms and self-protective strategies 
 
 Many alcohol use disorder prevention programs use a harm prevention approach, 
teaching participants to engage in self-protective strategies rather than encouraging abstinence 
from alcohol use. Such programs include both strategies to reduce alcohol consumption (e.g., 
avoiding drinking games) and strategies to prevent drinking and driving (e.g., using a designated 
driver). Greater use of these protective behavioral strategies has been associated with lower 
alcohol use and fewer negative alcohol-related consequences (Borden et al., 2011; Martens et al., 
2005, 2007; Ray et al., 2009). Despite this link, few studies have explored whether approval 
norms are related to use of self-protective strategies. Yet adolescents who believe that their 
parents or friends strongly disapprove of high-risk drinking may use more self-protective 
strategies to behave consistently with significant others’ values and not risk losing their approval. 
 We expand on past research by testing whether perceived parental or friends’ approval of 
high-risk drinking is related to the use of self-protective strategies. As with alcohol-related 
negative consequences, we expected that the link between perceived approval and self-protective 
strategy use might vary by the type of strategy. For example, perceived parental approval may be 
directly linked to using self-protective strategies that prevent observable consequences, 
such as drinking and driving. By contrast, perceived friends’ approval could mediate the 
relationship between perceived parental approval and the use of self-protective strategies to 
avoid overconsumption of alcohol, which typically would be less easily observed by parents. 
 
Present study 
 
 In the present study, we tested the direct and indirect effects of perceived parental 
approval of high-risk drinking on three types of behavioral outcomes: alcohol use, alcohol-
related negative consequences, and use of self-protective strategies. We extended past research in 
several ways. First, we focused on a sample of students immediately before college 
matriculation. Most studies have focused on students either in high school or college, even 
though the transition to college is an important period for the development of alcohol use and 
alcohol-related negative consequences (Turrisi et al., 2001; Wood et al., 2004). This period also 
presents its own risks. For example, during the summer before college matriculation, incoming 
students reported high rates of heavy episodic drinking, playing drinking games, and alcohol-
related negative consequences (White & Swartzwelder, 2009). Second, we moved beyond testing 
the independent contributions of perceived parental and friends’ approval to testing whether 
perceived friends’ approval mediates the link between perceived parental approval and 
behavioral outcomes. Third, we tested the extent to which perceived parental and friends’ 
approval is related to different types of consequences, rather than treating alcohol-related 
negative consequences as a single construct. We expected that perceived parental approval 
would have a direct effect on consequences that are more easily observed by parents (e.g., 
academic- and work-related consequences, drinking and driving) but only an indirect effect 
(mediated by perceived friends’ approval) on consequences that parents are less likely to observe 
(i.e., health and social consequences). Last, although many intervention studies teach self-
protective strategies, few studies have tested whether perceived approval of high-risk drinking 
is related to college students’ use of self-protective strategies. Therefore, we included use of self-
protective strategies as a third type of behavioral outcome. 
 
Method 
 
Study sample 
 
 During August and September of 2009, numerous U.S. colleges and universities required 
incoming students to participate in AlcoholEdu for College (Lovecchio et al., 2010; Paschall et 
al., 2011), a web-based alcohol education program presently marketed by EverFi, Inc. 
(Washington, D.C.). Students began AlcoholEdu by completing a web-based survey; most 
students did so immediately before matriculating at their school. Most schools used an implied 
mandate: freshmen were told that they had to complete the course, but no real consequences 
were assessed if they did not, although some schools did impose consequences for students who 
did not complete the program. Students could not begin the course without completing the 
baseline survey, although they could skip any questions they did not wish to answer. Overall, 
90% of students across all schools completed the baseline survey and the AlcoholEdu course. 
 A subsample of students from this larger study was randomly assigned to complete a 
supplemental question set about alcohol norms that were added directly to the primary survey 
(one of 25 different supplemental question sets). A total of 2,840 students completed the 
supplemental question set. Our analyses excluded 116 (4%) students who were not freshmen and 
28 (1%) students who were 21 years or older. Because our outcomes included negative alcohol-
related consequences and use of self-protective strategies, we excluded 899 (32%) students who 
did not report any past-year alcohol use. Our final sample included 1,797 students from 142 
colleges and universities (40.8% public, 27.5% private/nonreligious, and 31.7% 
private/religious). The number of students per school ranged from 1 to 156 students (Mdn = 7). 
 Of these students, most were 18 (86%) or 19 (13.1%) 
years old. The sample was 49.7% female. The majority self-identified as White/Non-Hispanic 
(76.7%). The remaining students self-identified as Hispanic/Latino (8.6%), Asian/Pacific 
Islander (8.1%), Black/African American (5.3%), or Native American Indian/Native Alaskan 
(0.7%); 13 students (0.7%) did not identify their race/ethnicity. 
 The analysis reported here was conducted on de-identified data collected through the 
course. The Institutional Review Board for the University of North Carolina at Greensboro 
approved the study procedure. 
 
Measure 
 
 Perceived approval. Perceived friends’ approval was the mean of four items adapted 
from previous studies (e.g., Wood et al., 2004) assessing whether students believed that their 
closest friends would approve of their drinking (How would your closest friends feel about you: 
Having one or two drinks nearly every day? Having five or more drinks in one sitting? Getting 
drunk occasionally? Getting drunk frequently?). Students rated each item from 1 (strongly 
disapprove) to 7 (strongly approve). Perceived parental approval was the mean of similarly 
worded items assessing whether students believed that their parents would approve of their 
drinking. Internal consistency was excellent for both measures (α =.87 and α = .85, respectively). 
 Alcohol use. Students who reported consuming alcohol in the past 2 weeks were 
presented with a calendar for the current month with a large question mark entered for each of 
the 14 days before the survey date. Students replaced each question mark with the number of 
alcoholic drinks they had on that day. From their responses, we computed heavy episodic 
drinking, which was the number of days in that 14-day period that students reported that they had 
consumed 4+ (women) or 5+ (men) alcoholic drinks. Students who indicated that they had 
consumed alcohol in the past year, but not in the past 2 weeks, were assigned a score of 0 for 
this measure. We also computed a second measure of alcohol use, risky drinking, from students 
ratings of how often they engaged in four risky behaviors when they drink (e.g., “do 
shots”), from 1 (never) to 7 (always). Risky drinking was the mean score across these four items. 
Internal consistency for this measure was acceptable (α = .75). Table 1 lists the component items 
for the risky drinking measure and the other dependent variables. 
 
 
Table 1. Items used for each dependent variable 
 
 Self-protective strategies. We included two measures to assess use of self-protective 
strategies. First, strategies to moderate alcohol use indicated how often students used strategies 
to moderate the amount of alcohol they consumed when they drank. Students rated 13 different 
strategies from 1 (never) to 7 (always) and we calculated the mean across these items. Most of 
these items were drawn from the Protective Behavioral Strategies Scale (Martens et al., 2005; 
Martens et al., 2007). Internal consistency for this measure was excellent (α = .90). Second, 
strategies to prevent drinking and driving was the mean score for three items that asked students 
how often they took specific steps to prevent drinking and driving, from 1 (never) to 7 (always). 
Internal consistency for this measure was acceptable (α = .76). 
 Alcohol-related negative consequences. Students who had consumed alcohol in the past 2 
weeks rated how often they had experienced different consequences during that period when 
they were drinking or as a result of their drinking, from 1 (never) to 7 (always). Specific items 
were drawn from several different sources, including the CORE Survey (Presley et al., 1994), the 
Harvard College Alcohol Survey (Wechsler et al., 1994), and DeJong’s College Drinking Survey 
(DeJong et al., 2006). These consequences were divided into four categories: health 
consequences (four items), academic and work consequences (five items), social consequences 
(fi ve items), and drinking and driving (two items). Internal consistency was acceptable for 
health consequences (α = .79), academic and work consequences (α = .93), and social 
consequences (α = .81). The bivariate correlation between the two drinking-and-driving items 
was r = .88. 
 
Results 
 
Descriptive statistics 
 
 In this sample of past-year drinkers, 59.1% had consumed alcohol in the past 2 weeks and 
36.5% had engaged in heavy episodic drinking at least once in the past 2 weeks. Table 2 
provides descriptive information for each measure and their bivariate correlations. 
 
 
Note: All bold correlations are significant at p < .05 
Table 2. Bivariate correlations and descriptive information 
 
 Perceived friends’ approval and perceived parental approval were significantly correlated 
(r = .51). The size of the correlation indicates that these measures captured related but distinct 
constructs. 
 Perceived friends’ approval was more strongly correlated with both alcohol use measures 
than was perceived parental approval. By contrast, the pattern of correlations with the self-
protective strategy use measures and the alcohol-related negative consequences measures was 
mixed. Perceived friends’ approval was more strongly correlated with using strategies to 
moderate alcohol use and with health consequences, whereas perceived parental approval was 
more strongly correlated with academic and work consequences. Perceived friends’ and parental 
approval were similarly correlated with using strategies to prevent drinking and driving, social 
consequences, and actually drinking and driving. 
 
Mediation analyses 
 
 Following MacKinnon (2008), we conducted a series of single-mediator analyses to test 
whether the association between perceived parental approval (X) and each outcome (Y) was 
mediated by perceived friends’ approval (M). In these models, path a is the association between 
perceived parental approval and perceived friends’ approval, path b is the association between 
perceived friends’ approval and the outcome (after controlling for perceived parental approval), 
path c is the total effect of perceived parental approval on each outcome, and path c′ is the direct 
effect of perceived parental approval on each outcome after controlling for perceived friends’ 
approval (i.e., the portion of the total effect that does not operate through the mediator). The 
product of paths a and b is the mediated effect. We tested the significance of ab by computing 
asymmetric confidence limits using RMediation (Tofighi & MacKinnon, 2011); significant 
mediation is evident when the value 0 does not fall between the lower and upper confidence 
limits. 
 We assessed the effect sizes for paths a, b, and c′ by obtaining standardized regression 
coefficients. We assessed the effect size for each mediated effect by calculating the proportion of 
the total effect that was due to the mediator: ab / c, or ab / (c′ + ab). In some cases, the mediated 
effect was larger than the total effect (i.e., when the direct effect and mediated effect had 
opposite signs). In these cases, we first calculated the absolute value of ab and c′ before 
calculating the proportion mediated (MacKinnon, 2008). 
 We estimated all models in MPlus Version 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012) using full-
information maximum likelihood so as to include all available data. We controlled for the 
clustering of students within schools so as to obtain accurate estimates of the standard errors. 
Each model included several control variables: the age at which the student first started drinking 
and indicator variables for student’s race/ethnicity (reference group = White), sex (reference 
group = female), and intended living situation at college (reference group = living away from 
home). We provide the results from the mediation analysis in Table 3 and the standardized 
coefficients in Figures 1–3. 
 
Table 3. Results from mediation analyses 
 
Notes: Models controlled for sex, race/ethnicity, age at first drink, and plans to live at home 
during college. All results are unstandardized coefficients. CI = confidence interval. a = 
perceived parental approval → perceived friends’ approval; b = perceived friends’ approval → 
outcome, after controlling for perceived parental approval; c′ = perceived parental approval → 
outcome, after controlling for perceived friends’ approval; ab = mediated effect (the product of 
paths a and b). 1N = 1,797 students who reported alcohol use in the past year; 2N = 1,078 
students who reported alcohol use in the past 2 weeks; 3the mediated effect (ab) was not tested 
when path a and path b were not both significant. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
 
 
Figure 1. Standardized coefficients from mediation analyses for alcohol use outcomes 
 
 
Figure 2. Standardized coefficients from mediation analyses for self-protective strategies 
 
 
Figure 3. Standardized coefficients from mediation analyses for alcohol-related negative 
consequences 
 
 Alcohol use. Perceived parental approval was associated positively with perceived 
friends’ approval (significant a path), which in turn was associated positively with both heavy 
episodic drinking and risky drinking (significant b paths for both outcomes). Perceived friends’ 
approval significantly mediated the relationship between perceived parental approval and both 
heavy episodic drinking and risky drinking (i.e., asymmetric confidence limits for ab paths did 
not include zero). After we controlled for perceived friends’ approval, the direct effect of 
perceived parental approval (c′ path) was negative for heavy episodic drinking and 
nonsignificant for risky drinking. The proportion of the total effect that was attributable to the 
mediated effect was .75 for both heavy episodic drinking and risky drinking. 
 Although our study focuses only on past-year drinkers, we replicated our results with the 
full sample and found identical results (not shown). Perceived parental approval was associated 
positively with perceived friends’ approval, which in turn was associated positively with heavy 
episodic drinking and risky drinking; perceived friends’ approval significantly mediated the 
relationship between perceived parental approval and both alcohol use outcomes. 
 Self-protective strategies. We found a mixed pattern of results for the self-protective 
strategies measures. Perceived friends’ approval was negatively associated with using strategies 
to moderate alcohol use but was not associated with using strategies to prevent drinking and 
driving (b paths). By contrast, perceived parental approval was not directly associated with using 
strategies to moderate alcohol but was directly associated with using strategies to prevent 
drinking and driving (c′ paths). Perceived friends’ approval also mediated the association 
between perceived parental approval and using strategies to moderate alcohol use (proportion 
mediated = .84). 
 Alcohol-related negative consequences. Perceived friends’ approval was positively 
related to health consequences and drinking and driving but negatively related to academic and 
work consequences (b paths). Perceived parental approval was directly related to academic and 
work consequences, social consequences, and drinking and driving (c′ paths). Perceived friends’ 
approval only significantly mediated the relationship between perceived parental approval and 
health consequences (proportion mediated = .90). 
 
Discussion 
 
 We found that before starting college, perceived friends’ approval was strongly linked to 
first-year students’ alcohol related behaviors, but that perceived parental approval was still 
important. Perceived parental approval was linked in directly—through perceived friends’ 
approval—to alcohol use, strategies to moderate alcohol use, and health consequences. 
Therefore, one way that parents may influence their students’ drinking behavior during late 
adolescence is by shaping whom students select as friends. In turn, these friends directly shape 
students’ behavior. On the other hand, perceived parental approval also played a direct role 
for consequences that may be more easily observed by parents: drinking and driving, academic 
and work consequences, and social consequences. Perceived parental approval was also directly 
linked to strategies to avoid drinking and driving. Thus, during the time immediately before 
college, perceived approval from parents and friends shapes alcohol use behaviors and 
consequences. We review our findings in more detail below. 
 Both perceived friends’ approval of drinking and, to a lesser extent, perceived parental 
approval were positively correlated with students’ alcohol use. As expected, perceived friends’ 
approval fully mediated the relationship between perceived parental approval and alcohol use: 
students who believed their parents approved of drinking were more likely to believe that their 
friends approved of drinking, and this perceived approval from friends was positively related to 
their own drinking. This mediation result may explain the mixed findings from past research 
(Abar & Turrisi, 2008; Kuther & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2003; Neighbors et al., 2007, 2008; 
Wood et al., 2004), which found inconsistent evidence for perceived parental approval being 
related to alcohol use immediately before and during the first semester of college. We found that 
perceived parental approval was related to alcohol use, but only through its link to perceived 
friends’ approval. 
 Students may internalize parents’ beliefs about drinking and then select friends whose 
behaviors and attitudes match these internalized beliefs. Perceptions of parents’ beliefs may 
develop as parents share their views about drinking, shape students’ religious identity (Perkins, 
1985), model substance use, or engage in behaviors that limit alcohol use, such as monitoring 
(Van Ryzin et al., 2012). This link between internalized parental norms and selecting friends 
could become more important once students start college, where they form new friendships, 
often while being away from home for the first time. Students who believe their parents 
disapprove of drinking may develop negative attitudes about drinking, leading them to select 
friends with similar attitudes. In this same vein, students whose parents disapprove of alcohol use 
for religious reasons may hold religious beliefs akin to those of their parents, leading these 
students to select friends with similar religious beliefs and thus comparable alcohol use attitudes 
and behaviors. By contrast, students whose parents imply that alcohol is an integral part of the 
college experience, share stories about their own drinking during college, or model alcohol use 
may internalize these views and either select friends who share these attitudes or seek out 
activities where alcohol use occurs and meet new friends through those activities. 
 Of note, perceived friends’ approval was a distorter variable: once we included it in the 
model, we found a small but statistically significant negative relationship between perceived 
parental approval and heavy episodic drinking. It is possible, then, that too much disapproval 
from parents could slightly increase the risk of heavy episodic drinking, perhaps as students 
attempt to differentiate themselves from their parents as they enter college. Future studies should 
explore whether this distortion effect occurs in other samples and with older students. 
 There was a more mixed pattern of results for alcohol-related negative consequences. 
Past studies (LaBrie et al., 2010; Neighbors et al., 2007; Wood et al., 2004) that tested the link 
between perceived approval for drinking and alcohol-related consequences treated consequences 
as a single construct. We argued that a single construct potentially blurs unique relationships 
between perceived norms and different types of consequences. Indeed, we found that the role of 
perceived parental and friends’ approval depended on the type of consequence. Perceived 
friends’ approval fully mediated the link between perceived parental approval and health 
consequences. Students may be able to hide consequences such as feeling sick, getting hung 
over, and passing out from their parents. Friends, however, may be more likely to observe these 
consequences and may even be affected by them (e.g., having to clean up after a friend who gets 
sick from drinking too much). Thus, students who believe that their friends disapprove of 
drinking may avoid behaviors that lead to these particular consequences. 
 By contrast, there were significant direct effects of perceived parental approval on 
academic and work consequences, social consequences, and drinking and driving—all 
consequences that may be more easily observed by parents. For example, parents may find out if 
students earn failing grades from missing classes, lose their job because they missed work, or got 
into a traffic crash because they drove under the influence. We had expected social consequences 
to be more directly tied to perceived friends’ approval because consequences such as being 
argumentative and saying things that hurt others may affect friends more so than parents. 
However, several of the items in this measure—injuring someone, damaging property, getting 
into a fight—may be easily observed by parents, and thus students whose parents disapprove of 
drinking may try harder to avoid these consequences as well. Of note, perceived friends’ 
approval was also directly associated with drinking and driving. Students whose friends 
disapprove of high-risk drinking may volunteer to serve as a designated driver or insist on 
sending their friend home with a sober driver. 
 We built on past research by also testing the link between perceived approval and use of 
self-protective strategies. We argued that students who believe their parents or friends strongly 
disapprove of risky drinking may use strategies to moderate their alcohol use or to avoid 
consequences, such as drinking and driving. Given the indirect link between perceived parental 
approval and alcohol use, it was not surprising that the link between perceived parental approval 
and self-protective strategies to moderate alcohol use was also fully mediated by perceived 
friends’ approval. There was, however, a direct effect of perceived parents’ approval on self-
protective strategies to prevent drinking and driving: students who believe that their parents 
disapprove of high-risk drinking were more likely to use strategies to avoid immediately evident 
consequences that would indicate to their parents that they were drinking heavily. 
 
Limitations 
 
 Our findings should be interpreted within the context of several limitations. First, the data 
were cross-sectional. Therefore, we cannot determine whether perceived approval of high-risk 
drinking led to each behavioral outcome or whether individuals who engaged in these behavioral 
outcomes reported higher perceived approval to justify their behaviors. Of note, however, 
Larimer et al. (2004) found that approval norms do predict later alcohol use and alcohol-related 
consequences. They argued that perceived approval may be relatively stable over time, and thus 
these perceptions may not be influenced by current behavior. 
 Second, we relied on students’ self-reports of whether their friends and parents approved 
of high-risk drinking, rather than using others’ reports of their actual beliefs. Unfortunately, 
students often misperceive how much their peers actually drink (Kandel, 1996). Therefore, our 
results must be interpreted as students’ perceived approval and not as others’ actual approval of 
high-risk drinking. Perceptions are still important, however, because all interpersonal social 
influences are filtered through, and shaped by, students’ own perceptions and attitudes (Hoffman 
et al., 2006). Furthermore, what someone thinks that others believe and do is often a stronger 
predictor of their behavior than what others actually believe and do (Bauman & Ennett, 1996). 
 Third, our sample only included traditionally aged (i.e., 18–20 years) college students 
immediately before starting their first semester of college. Although the transition to college 
represents a particularly risky time for alcohol use (Borsari et al., 2007), the relative role of 
parents and friends may change across age and stage of alcohol use (e.g., Kuther & Higgins-
D’Alessandro, 2003). Therefore, future studies should test whether our results change as students 
enter and move through college. In addition, there are many alcohol-focused social opportunities 
on college campuses, which may further exacerbate the influence of peers (Borsari & Carey, 
2001) and alter the relative contributions of parents and friends once students are at school. 
 Last, we excluded students who had not consumed alcohol in the past year. Future studies 
should explore whether perceived disapproval of high-risk drinking leads some students to avoid 
alcohol use and test whether perceived parents’ or friends’ disapproval is more strongly linked to 
these decisions to avoid alcohol use. 
 
Implications and conclusions 
 
 Our results underscore the importance of addressing both friends’ and parents’ influence 
on alcohol-related behaviors in alcohol use prevention programs during the transition to college. 
Specifically, parent-based interventions should be used in concert with strategies that address 
peer influences. Given that parents still had both direct and indirect effects on students 
immediately before starting college, outreach to parents should begin well before the start of 
college. Recommended strategies include teaching parents how to communicate expectancies 
about alcohol use more effectively with their student and presenting information that can 
shift parents’ own norms about college drinking. Doumas et al. (2013) found that students whose 
parents received information about heavy episodic drinking and communication strategies before 
matriculation and early in the fall semester reported significantly less drinking to intoxication 
compared with students whose parents did not receive this information. 
 These strategies can also address the specific types of self-protective strategies and 
alcohol-related negative consequences directly influenced by perceived peer and parental 
approval. Indeed, providing parents with information on how to talk about alcohol use has been 
shown to improve the effectiveness of brief motivational interventions in reducing alcohol-
related negative consequences with first-year students (Turrisi et al., 2009; Wood et al., 2010). 
By improving parents’ communication skills and shifting parental norms, it may be possible to 
influence whom students select as friends when they arrive on campus. 
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